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Abstract 
In the realm of pragmatics, it is suggested that for a conversation to take place successfully, the speakers involved should be 
cooperative. The criterion of success in a conversation is much more significant in case of settling oral disputes. Online 
encyclopaedia of law defines dispute as “an assertion of a right , claim or demand on one side met by contrary claims or 
allegations on the other”. Thus, settling this controversy or disagreement, entails a more cooperative role for the speakers. 
Drawing on the framework of conversation analysis, the present study focuses on the use of Grice’s cooperative maxims in oral 
arguments with the intention of finding out what cooperative maxims are more frequently abided and what maxims are more 
frequently violated by Persian speakers engaged in oral disputes in Iranian Dispute Settlement Council. For this purpose, three 
council meetings in Isfahan branch were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed. It was found that “quantity” and “relevance” were 
the two maxims more frequently violated during the disputes. Additionally, maxim of “quality” and “manner” were the ones 
most followed. Finally, the implications of the findings are discussed.  
© 2014 Tajabadi, Dowlatabadi, and Mehri. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Urmia University, Iran. 
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1. Introduction 
It is assumed that the participants engaged in a conversation try to cooperate with each other with the aim of 
making meaningful interactions. This assumption is known as the Cooperative Principle. Grice (1975) states that:   
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Make your contribution such as required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of 
the talk exchange in which you are engaged (p.166).  
This paper accounts for applying Grice’s four maxims of conversation (i.e. quantity, quality, relevance, and 
manner) to oral disputes in the Iranian Dispute Settlement Council. As defined by the online encyclopedia of law, 
dispute is “an assertion of a right , claim or demand on one side met by contrary claims or allegations on the other”. 
Aiming at “developing people's cooperation in solving local disputes and settling claims and affairs which have no 
judicial nature or have judicial nature with less complexity”, the Dispute Settlement Council was born  in Iranian 
judicial system by the article 198 of the "third program Act of economic, social and cultural development of Islamic 
republic of Iran" (Ghanavati, 2007). There are many branches in this council aiming at solving conflicts and disputes 
between people engaged in various social affairs. For the present study sector 2, family branch, the dispute 
settlement council in Esfahan, Iran, cooperated with the researchers in data gathering. 
 
Figure 1 is a simple layout of a typical dispute settlement council in Esfahan, Iran. The most important 
participant in the presented courtroom is the judge who has a series of authoritative responsibilities and rights 
ranging from opening the session by carrying out an extensive reading and reflecting about the issues present in the 
case, directing the arguments toward resolution, to concluding the meeting by giving the finalized verdict. The next 
participant in the council is the judge’s associate or clerk who keeps a record of the legal procedure of the meetings 
and verifies and documents the evidential materials presented at the court. The other participants in this court are the 
parties. The parties are two people who are in need of legal consultation or intervention for settling their dispute. In 
the family branch, usually the parties are a couple (i.e. husband and wife). Finally, in some cases the presence of 
witnesses or lawyers is also required. 
 
 
 
                                                       Key:       A   - Judge                          D   - Lawyer (if any) 
                                                                      B   - Judge’s associate       E   - Witnesses (if any) 
                                                                              or clerk            
                                                                      C   - The parties 
  
      Figure. 1. A Typical Dispute Settlement Council Court; (Adapted from Luchjenbroers, 1991:90) 
 
Aside from the unique settings of the council, the oral arguments in this environment are influenced by the nature 
of the legal communication. Legal communication had substantial differences with normal, everyday conversation. 
This type of communication is a “social legal interaction which occurs at a certain time and in a certain place 
between its general participants in a legal environment” (Pavlíčková, 1999, p16). The means for this communication 
is the language of the law. Language of the law, which is called forensic Linguistics, is “a medium, process and 
product in the various fields of the law where legal texts, spoken or written, are generated in the service of 
regulating social behavior” (Maley, 1994:11). In the dispute settlement council “the legal language as well as the 
quality of legal communication may also be influenced by legal environment” (Pavlíčková, 1999: 17).  
2. Literature review 
The language of the law along with its peculiar attributes has been studied from different perspectives. 
Luchjenbroers (1991), having recorded a single 6-day murder trial, analyzed the sociological aspects of the 
discourse of a Supreme Court in Australia. He elaborated on the characteristics of courtroom interaction which made 
this type of discourse a typical of normal discourse. Hale (1999) investigated the different uses of discourse markers 
as devises of argumentation and confrontation in lawyers’ questions and treatment of these markers by the court 
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interpreters. She found that discourse markers were frequently misinterpreted by the interpreters in the court.  
   
In other researches, Grice’s conversational maxims have been investigated in a variety of contexts such as 
analysis of the advertising language (Pop, 2010; Liu, 2012),  investigating four maxims in psychological consulting 
(Jia, 2008), discussing the implicature during  real time conversation (Sedivy, 2007), application of the maxims to 
political interviews (Al-Hamadi and Muhammed, 2009), analyzing the maxims in movies (Khosravizadeh and 
Sadehvandi, 2011), and adapting the maxims in the teaching of writing (White, 2001).  
The framework of Grice’s cooperative maxims includes four maxims of quantity, quality, relevance, and manner 
(Levinson, 1983:101-02). Each maxim can be defined by its super-maxim and sub-maxims as follows (Grice, 1975):  
 
Maxim of Quantity  
                  1. Be truthful 
                  2. Only say that for which you have adequate evidence 
Maxim of Quality  
                  1. Provide as much information as required 
                  2. Do not provide more information than is required 
Maxim of Relevance:  
                  1. Be relevant. 
Maxim of Manner:  
                  1. Avoid obscurity of expression. 
                  2. Avoid unnecessary ambiguity. 
                  3. Be brief. 
                  4. Be orderly. 
               
These maxims are considered as rules that are jointly employed by the participants in order to converse in a 
cooperative, relevant, clear, sincere, and sufficient conversation. Although Grice prescribes these maxims for 
participants to abide in interactions, he acknowledges the fact that these rules may be violated in some cases (Grice, 
1975). However, this violation is not an indicator of a breakdown of interaction (Levinson, 1983:109).  
 
In this regard, among the very few studies aiming at connecting the Grice’s maxims and the courtroom language, 
Pavlíčková (2011) investigated the pragmatics of the language of the law, particularly the features of legislative 
texts and legal documents. She also examined legal communication regarding Grice's maxims. She concluded that 
maxim of quality is abided in legal writing, whereas two maxims of quantity and manner are violated. Also, she 
maintained that abiding by the maxim of relevance is doubtful in the legal setting.  
3. Research Question 
Based on the literature reviewed and considering the fact that investigating Grice’s cooperative principles in oral 
arguments in the courtroom has not been touched upon in Iranian context, the present study was designed. In this 
regard, this study attempts to answer the following research question: 
What Grice’s cooperative maxims are more frequently followed and flouted by Persian speakers in the Iranian 
Dispute Settlement Council? 
4. Data 
The Dispute Settlement Council in Isfahan, Iran granted the researchers permission to observe and record a 
number of 12 council meetings. Each meeting was held between 10 to 30 minutes. For collecting the data, two voice 
recorders were used. One was placed in front of the judge’s desk and the other one was carried by one of the 
researchers who attended the meetings as an observer and sat near the parties. To follow the ethical principles, the 
researcher asked for the parties’ permission to keep the recording after each meeting was closed. Only two couples 
disagreed and the related recorded file was immediately deleted at their presence. Finally, the remaining 10 
recordings of council meetings were transcribed and among them 3 cases were chosen for analysis. Each 
transcription was analyzed according to Grice’s classification of cooperative maxims, and the abiding and violating 
maxims were identified and coded. Inter-rater consistency was conducted for the 3 transcriptions. The researchers, 
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as raters, reached 90% of agreement across the maxims in the cases. Reviewing the maxims’ operational definitions 
and classification, the instances of disagreement were discussed and resolved.  
5. Results and discussion 
The following table presents the result of identifying and counting the instances of abiding and violating maxims 
by the participants in the council: 
Table 1. Abiding and Violating Maxims 
 Maxim of Quantity Maxim of Quality Maxim of Relevance Maxim of Manner 
Cases Abiding Violating Abiding Violating Abiding Violating Abiding Violating 
Case 1 4 8 15 8 3 9 14 1 
Case 2 5 4 10 8 3 8 14 3 
Case 3 10 22 12 10 7 14 13 6 
Total 19 34 37 26 14 31 41 10 
 
As Table 1 shows the two maxims of manner and quality, with a total of 41 and 37 instances, have been more 
frequently abided by the participants in oral arguments. On the other hand, the participants have frequently violated 
the maxims of quantity (34 instances) and relevance (31 instances). In the following discussion, these results are 
more elaborated on with an example extracted from the transcriptions for each maxim. The extracts were originally 
in Persian (i.e. the native language of the council’s parties). However, to address the international readers, the 
extracts were translated into English. Both versions of the extracts are included here.   
 
The maxim of manner required the participants to avoid obscurity and ambiguity of expression. The following 
extract is taken from a case in which the parties (i.e. man and woman) were living together and the woman had 
claimed her marriage portion.  The online encyclopedia of law defines marriage portion as “the property which is 
given to a woman on her marriage". The man explains to the court that he needs more time to pay the debt because 
he has a property that should be sold. While explaining, he uses the phrase “legal procedure”. The judge is aware 
that this phrase entails a variety of meanings in the context of court. Thus, he abides the maxim of manner by asking 
the man to clearly state his intended meaning. This is done to avoid ambiguity of the expression “legal procedure” 
and has led to abiding the maxim of manner. 
  
Extract 1. Manner 
Man: We didn’t want to settle it by giving her the money. We mentioned that we can not pay for now! There is a 
property to be sold; meanwhile, we can follow the legal procedures.  
Judge: Now, what are the results of this legal procedure? State them exactly! 
   
 :ﺩﺮﻣ.ﻢﻴﺷﻭﺮﻔﺑ ﺖﺴﻫ ﮏﻠﻣ !ﺪﻳﺪﺑ ﻡﺎﺠﻧﺍ ﻭﺭﺎﮐ ﻦﻳﺍ ﺪﻴﻳﺍﻮﺨﺑ ﻼﻌﻓ ﺖﺴﻴﻧ ﺎﻣ ﻥﺍﻮﺗ ﺭﺩ ﻥﻻﺍ ﻢﻴﺘﻔﮔ !ﺮﻴﮕﺑ ﻭﺭ ﺖﻟﻮﭘ ﺎﻴﺑ ﻪﮐ ﻢﻴﻨﮑﺑ ﻖﻓﺍﻮﺗ ﻢﻴﺘﺳﺍﻮﺨﻧ ﻪﺘﺒﻟﺍ  ﻻﺎﺣ
 .ﻢﻳﺪﺑ ﻡﺎﺠﻧﺍ ﻭﺭ ﺶﻴﻧﻮﻧﺎﻗ یﺍﺭﺎﮐ ﻢﻴﻧﻮﺗ ﯽﻣ ﻪﻠﺻﺎﻓ ﻦﻳﺍ ﻮﺗ 
 :ﯽﺿﺎﻗ!ﻦﮐ ﺺﺨﺸﻣ ﺎﻘﻴﻗﺩ ؟ﻩﺭﺍﺩ یﺍ ﻪﺠﻴﺘﻧ ﻪﭼ ﯽﻧﻮﻧﺎﻗ یﺍﺭﺎﮐ ﻦﺑﺍ ﻻﺎﺣ  
 
In extract 2, also taken from the previously mentioned case, the woman is explaining her current financial 
situation. While doing so, she makes big claims by stating that she has nothing left for her since she has given all her 
belongings to her husband. At the first glance, these claims can be considered as exaggeration of her situation. 
However, her husband immediately approved her claims by saying “that’s ok”. This indicates that he agreed with 
what his wife has claimed in the previous turn of talk. In this case, the maxim of quality has been abided by the 
woman, since she has said what she believed to be true. As evident in the following extract, the woman has also said 
something for which she had adequate evidence which was her husband’s immediate confirmation.  
 
1863 Azar Tajabadi et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  98 ( 2014 )  1859 – 1865 
Extract 2. Quality 
 
Woman: I’ve returned all my gold and possessions to this man! Now, I have nothing! 
Man: That’s ok! I’ll pay her right according to whatever law decides.  
 
 :ﻥﺯ.ﻥﻻﺍ ﻡﺭﺍﺪﻧ ﯽﭽﻴﻫ ،ﺎﻗﺁ ﻪﺑ ﻡﺪﻧﻭﺩﺮﮔﺮﺑ ﻢﺘﺷﺍﺩ یﺰﻴﭼ  ﻭ ﻼﻁ ﯽﭼ ﺮﻫ ﻦﻣ  
 :ﺩﺮﻣﻊﺑﺎﺗ ﻦﻣ ﻪﺷﺎﺑ ﺶﻗﻮﻘﺣ ﻭ ﻖﺣ ﺭﺪﻘﭼ ﺮﻫ ،ﺖﺴﻴﻧ ﯽﻠﮑﺸﻣ .ﻢﻧﻮﻧﺎﻗ 
 
According to the table, the two maxims of quantity and relevance have been more frequently violated by the 
participants engaged in oral arguments in the council meetings. The next extract has been taken from a case in which 
the couple had filled for divorce. The reasons, as mentioned by the judge while reading the case, were their severe 
and irresolvable disagreements, arguments, and distrust. In this extract, the judge asks the couple a simple question 
which can be answered very briefly by them, but the woman provides an answer which includes excessive 
explanation of her misfortunate experience, repetition, and a somehow irrelevant conclusion. The maxim of quantity 
requires the users to provide as much information as it is required. Regarding this point, the woman has violated this 
maxim by providing more information than required.  
Extract 3. Quantity Violation 
Judge: Have you visited a family counselor? 
Woman: He has taken personality test. His psycho level is below normal. Look! I have been hit to death four 
times. But he took all the evidence from me. He hit me to death four times, right! But the first, the second, and the 
third time I didn’t say anything to my mum. But the fourth time he put my head between the doors and wanted to 
suffocate me. That’s when I told my mum. That’s it! This is not a life anymore.  
 
 
 :ﯽﺿﺎﻗ؟ﻦﻴﺘﻓﺭ ﻩﺩﺍﻮﻧﻮﺧ ﻩﺭﻭﺎﺸﻣ  
:ﻥﺯ ﺧ ﺮﻳﺯ ﺵﻮﮑﻳﺎﺳ ﻪﺟﺭﺩ ﻥﻮﺸﻳﺍ !ﺩﺍﺩ ﺖﻴﺼﺨﺷ ﺖﺴﺗ ﺭﺎﺑ ﺭﺎﻬﭼ ﻦﻣ .ﺖﻓﺮﮔ ﻡﺯﺍ ﻭﺭ ﺶﮐﺭﺍﺪﻣ ﺎﻣﺍ !ﻡﺩﺭﻮﺧ گﺮﻣ ﮏﺘﮐ ﺭﺎﺑ ﺭﺎﻬﭼ ﻦﻣ ﻦﻴﺒﺑ .ﻪﻟﺎﻣﺮﻧ ﻂ
ﻪﺑ ﻪﮐ ﺩﺮﮐ ﯽﻣ ﻢﻔﺧ ﺖﺷﺍﺩ ﺭﺩ یﻻ ﺩﻮﺑ ﻪﺘﺷﺍﺬﮔ ﻮﻨﻣ ﺮﺳ ﻡﺭﺎﻬﭼ ﻪﻌﻓﺩ .ﻢﺘﻔﮕﻧ ﻢﻧﺎﻣﺎﻣ ﻪﺑ ﻡﻮﺳ ﻭ ﻡﻭﺩ ﻭ ﻝﻭﺍ ﻪﻌﻓﺩ ﯽﻟﻭ ؟ﺐﺧ ،ﻦﻳﺍ ﺯﺍ ﻡﺩﺭﻮﺧ گﺮﻣ ﮏﺘﮐ  ﻢﻧﺎﻣﺎﻣ
 .ﺖﺴﻴﻧ ﯽﮔﺪﻧﺯ ﻪﮕﻳﺩ ﯽﮔﺪﻧﺯ ﻦﻳﺍ ﻦﻴﺒﺑ !ﻪﻨﻴﻤﻫ .ﻢﺘﻔﮔ 
 
The last extract, taken from the same case, focuses on a part of conversation between the participants in which 
the judge is explaining to the couples that some legal sentences in their written case are problematic and should be 
corrected before giving a verdict for it. This conversation occurs nearly at the end of the session when there is no 
more time left for discussing any further arguments.  But suddenly the man utters a sentence completely irrelevant to 
what the judge has said before. The fact that this sentence is irrelevant to the context is proved first by the furious 
question of the woman and then by the judge’s concluding order. Thus, the man has violated the maxim of relevance 
by making a completely off-topic utterance.  
Extract 4. Relevance Violation 
Judge: This case should be sent back. Some sentences are not correct. I am sure a lawyer will be assigned to the 
case.  
Man: And, there is also something about her teaching.   
Woman: What?! 
Judge: Let’s not discuss it here.  
 
 :ﯽﺿﺎﻗ.ﻩﺪﻧﻭﺮﭘ ﻭﺭ ﺩﺎﻴﻣ ﻞﻴﮐﻭ ﻢﻨﺌﻤﻄﻣ .ﻪﻫﺎﺒﺘﺷﺍ ﺎﻫ ﻪﻠﻤﺟ ﯽﻀﻌﺑ .ﻩﺭﻮﺨﺑ ﺖﺸﮔﺮﺑ ﺪﻳﺎﺑ ﻩﺪﻧﻭﺮﭘ ﻦﻳﺍ  
 :ﺩﺮﻣ!ﺖﺴﻫ ﻢﻧﺎﺧ ﻦﻳﺍ ﺲﻳﺭﺪﺗ ﺩﺭﻮﻣ ﺭﺩ ﻢﻫ ﯽﻧﺎﻳﺮﺟ ﻪﻳ ﻻﺎﺣ  
 :ﻥﺯ؟ﯽﭼ!  
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 :ﯽﺿﺎﻗ!ﻦﮑﻧ ﺡﺮﻄﻣ ﺎﺠﻨﻳﺍ ﻻﺎﺣ  
 
6. Conclusion 
 
Investigating the language of the law in legislative texts, Pavlíčková (2011) concluded that one of the reasons for 
violating Grice's principle is "the general nature of the legislative and legal writing that results from the general 
function of the law system". In the same line, on the basis of the analysis of the legal communication, it is evident 
that violating maxims of manner and quantity is caused by the nature of the legal environment in the dispute 
settlement council.  Considering maxim of manner the participants in a legal context have to speak in a way that the 
others will understand them. This entails clarifying points in order to minimize the obscurity or ambiguity. The 
judge in a legal setting, also, explains or even reads aloud the rules to the parties especially when legal terms or 
expressions are not clear enough. Also, the result of the present study revealed that maxim of quantity is violated in 
this context. The participants in the legal courtroom provide and are provided with more information than required. 
Legal language "seems to be ‘overinformative’ and overcrowded with awkwardly presented information" 
(Pavlíčková, 2011:15). Also, the parties involved make their contributions more than required to explain the 
situation, tell a story, save their face, or even put the guilt on the other party’s shoulders. 
 
On the other hand, the analysis of discourse of the dispute settlement council revealed that the participants’ 
attempts to minimize the obscurity or ambiguity via explaining, clarifying, adding points, and providing evidence, 
led to abiding the maxims of quality and manner. Abiding the maxim of quality is very important for legal 
participants as “it seems to reflect what might be called ‘ethical’ conditions for communication, i.e. that 
interlocutors will only say what they believe to be true and have evidence for what they say” (Tarnyikova, 
2000:298). Furthermore, the participants in the legal context try to be unambiguous and clear. They contribute more 
information than required. The judges attempt to explain the rules clearly so there is no point of misunderstanding or 
misinterpretation. The parties try to defend themselves and claim their rights. In such circumstances, it is no surprise 
to come to some statements in their arguments and conversations which are irrelevant and off-topic. 
7. Implications and Suggestions 
 
As mentioned before, the discourse of the dispute settlement council in Iranian context has not been investigated 
as it deserves. In this regard, the present study could be significant in that it is among the first attempts aiming at 
paving the ways for analysis of the courtroom discourse in light of Grice’s cooperative principle. Another point 
which adds to the significance of this study is that it is done in Persian which is the official language of Iran and the 
language spoken by the participants in official institutions like the dispute settlement councils. Studies in this area 
can be enlightening for many fields such as discourse analysis, juridical studies, and sociology. Future researches, 
can investigate beyond the frequency of maxims, and answer the questions of why these maxims are violated or 
abided.  
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